THE   TALENTED   ALFRED   DOUGLAS
refusing to take the oath. He was a combative, obstinate
fellow, who denied God and feared no man ; yet he had none
of the excusing nobility of Bradlaugh. Several of his children
had not seen him for years. After a short period of service in
the Navy, he had, despite fine natural ability, done little
that was useful, and a great deal that was violent, cruel,
and eccentric.
Perhaps there was in him a streak of eccentricity which is
near both to madness and genius ; for he transmitted to his
children undeniable talent. His eldest son, Lord Drum-
lanrig, who had died young, had been Lord Rosebery's
private secretary, and was made a peer of the United King-
dom, as Lord Kelhead, in his own right by Mr. Gladstone,
before his promising career was cut short by an early death.
The Marquess was furious, for now the son had a seat in the
hereditary assembly from which the father was excluded.
More promising even than Lord Drumlanrig was his
third son. Lord Alfred Douglas. He was as beautiful as a
woman, but he did not show effeminacy : indeed, he had the
making of a first-class athlete ; he could easily have won his
blue on the track. The writer remembers the late Lord
Birkenhead, against whom Douglas was later to nurture im-
placable hatred, at an Oxford dinner describing the wonder-
ful promise of this contemporary of his, and the brilliant im-
pression which Alfred Douglas made upon him when they
first met. He told me that they were once competitors in the
same race ; his intellectual promise was even higher : his
first published poem in the Oxford Magazine was an earnest of
the literary talent which was later to show itself in some of
the finest sonnets of the English language. Lord Birkenhead,
then at the height of his great prestige, mused sadly on the
fate which distorted the career of this obvious favourite of
fortune. " It is said that the gods' favourites die young/' he
said, cc but the real tragedy is sometimes that their life is
long." He told me that he was present in an Oxford room
with both Oscar Wilde and Alfred Douglas : the reverent
air with which his fellow-undergraduates treated the
" Master " sickened him. " Tell us a parable, Master," said
one of them. A virile British expletive was heard, and the
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